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Abstract 
This paper does not aim to reflect an enquiry based on a cognitive or theoretical interest, but rather a pragmatic interest, the 
interest taken by two “digital immigrant” teachers in the world of “digital native” students with the declared aim to use e-
learning to develop new educational activities in order to improve the quality of the students’ learning experiences. We 
developed an empirical inquiry based on a questionnaire applied to students from University of Bucharest. Its main objectives 
were: identifying students’ perceptions regarding e-learning; identifying some of the e-learning practices used by students in 
different learning contexts; identifying some digital technologies that are currently employed in higher education. 
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1. Higher education - trends and tendencies in adopting technologies 
When we started thinking about this article, strangely enough we were both reading Out of Our Minds: 
Learning  to  Be  Creative  by  Sir  Ken  Robinson,  the  2011  edition.  This  was  only  a  trigger  for  some  long  time  
reflections in the field of education related to the mother of all questions in the field today: education ... where to? 
Well,  this  question  seems  quite  general  and  covers  just  about  anything.  So  we  started  to  narrow  our  field  of  
inquiry and decided to try an attempt to approach a subject not so much in our reach so far.  
Rather experts in curriculum and in the field of teacher training and not so much in the field of technology and 
e-learning, we thought that this would be the opportunity to start an inquiry in this buzz-area of education today 
... So we decided to focus on the way in which higher education (HE) students incorporate e-learning and all the 
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digital technologies and software in their learning process, understanding this might help us become better 
teachers much more in touch with their needs and developments in the field. We can state that our development 
highlights a pragmatic interest. It is the interest of some digital “immigrant” teachers in the world of “digital 
native students” (Marc Prensky, 2001). Leaving aside the debates either in favour or against such a delimitation, 
it is quite obvious that students today seem to be “native speakers” of the digital language of modern technology 
and all the facilities since early childhood with certain impact on their thinking and processing information, but 
also on their communication and socialization process. Most of the present teachers came in contact with 
technology at some later point in their lives and although they adopted many aspects of the new technology there 
can still be sensed the lack of a “natural” approach to this field. This leaves us with quite a daunting dilemma: 
how digital immigrant teachers, who speak an “outdated” language, sometimes adapted, but still not natural, are 
aiming to teach a population that speaks an entirely new language? 
True to our professional training and to any scientific endeavour, the first step we was that of document 
analysis that focus on the trends and developments in the field [6], [7], [8]. This led to the primary conclusion 
that there are many interesting points of reflection and experiences on how much (formal) education (especially 
at HE level) has already changed and should still change while facing the challenges of the present society. Other 
reports as well as documents of policy education support the idea of digital media literacy and its continuous rise 
in importance as a key skill in every discipline and profession. They underline the fact that the digital literacy is 
less about tools and more about thinking, namely about our dispositions and capabilities to search for, make use 
and create new information making good use of this technology. Also, the increasing awareness regarding an 
education customized to each student’s unique needs is driving the development of new technologies that provide 
more learner choice and control and allow for differentiated instruction. 
2. E-learning in HE - an overlook on students’ learning 
The e-learning market is now more than 15 years old, as the word “e-learning” was coined back in 1998. Since 
then, e-learning has continued its rapid evolution and radically changed the education and training industry ... 
Browsing the literature we identified a set of powerful stats [1]: e-learning is the second most important training 
method within organizations, with companies increasingly moving towards blended learning and e-learning; 
4.6mil. college students are currently taking at least one of their classes online and by 2014 this number will 
increase to over 18.5mil. By 2019, half of ALL classes will be done online; e-learning is generally shorter than 
classroom training by up to 25-60%; e-learning is proven to increase knowledge retention by 25% to 60%. 
Without aiming at a comprehensive definition of e-learning or a list of the definitions in use, in the present 
paper we define e-learning as the effective integration of all new technologies or applications which encompass a 
range of media, tools, and environments across all areas of learning as they affect the manner in which learners 
actually learn, the speed in mastering a knowledge or a skill, the degree in complexity of the learning process and 
content; and, equally important, the sheer pleasure taken by the process of learning.  
While the declared aim of the authors is to use e-learning to improve the quality of the learning experience, we 
have to assume that it might be hard to grasp the essence of the technological innovation to divert it towards its 
use in a formal context and related to specific learning outcomes. This means that we have to build the means for 
e-learning to evolve and mature as part of the educational change process, so that it achieves its promise of an 
improved system of HE. The first step should be to understand the areas where these interactive technologies 
might be supportive for our activity. The specialty literature identified many different types of capability 
supported by technology: access to on-line versions of documents, transcripts, video or audio registrations, etc. 
unavailable locally; access to different services; interactive diagnostic or adaptive tutorials; interactive 
educational games; personalized information and guidance for learning support; communications tools for 
collaboration with other students and teachers; virtual reality environments for development and manipulation 
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data analysis, modelling or organisation tools and applications, etc. For each of these, there is a learning 
application that could be exploited within HE. 
A second step would be to connect these capabilities supported by technologies with the more general aims of 
HE as well as the specific areas of teacher-student and student-student activities they can support. 
As regards the first point we can easily conclude that besides the development of digital media competencies 
applicable to different fields of study there can be identified specific implementation of these competences. 
Furthermore, they contribute mainly to any activity of education and training, from the simplest level of 
presenting power points to writing an essay on the computer or retrieving on-line documents to the level of using 
these technologies to support complex analysis and interpretation of data, participating to on-line courses etc.  
As far as the types of specific activities these technologies can support, we can start from education and 
training, administrative and organisational issues, informative and communicative, assessment and evaluation, 
learning communities, individual learning.  
However, the most important place we should look at for finding out why and how we ought to use these new 
technologies is the process of learning that takes place in our students and which is the most difficult subject to 
research. All the studies undertaken so far in this field show without a shadow of a doubt that as a result of this 
ubiquitous environment and the sheer volume of their interaction with it, students today think and process 
information fundamentally differently from their predecessors while these differences go far further and deeper 
than most educators suspect or realize.  
3. Research 
Browsing among the research underwent in e-learning, we noticed that it is usually focused on technological 
or pedagogical issues while the students have been largely overlooked so far. In this research project we aim to 
address this particular subject and consequently we turned our attention to students who are using technologies to 
support their learning activities. We consider this phase to be only the pilot part and we will present here a 
sample of the preliminary results (since the questionnaire is still on-line and we are receiving further answers). 
However, we strongly believe that this is a phase necessary in order to generate a more accurate image on the 
state of the art of e-learning in HE which can be further use to improve the research tools as well as to support 
future research projects.  
The  survey  as  a  whole  is  tackling  students’  experiences  with  technologies  within  the  wider  context  of  their  
studies. The objectives of the research (assumed also by the questionnaire used) are: a) identification of students’ 
perception regarding e-learning; b) identification of e-learning practices employed by students in different 
contexts; c) identification of e-learning practices used in HE. 
The sample was made up of 96 students from different faculties belonging to the University of Bucharest. Out 
of the 96 students, 53 belong to Bachelor programs of study, while 43 are enrolled in Master’s degree programs. 
As far as the structure of the sample according to the domain/field of study is concerned, the respondents fall 
under the following categories: Humanities (foreign languages and letters, philosophy, history, geography, 
psychology and theology) – 78% and Sciences (biology, physics, mathematics and informatics) – 22%. At this 
point we were interested particularly in seeing whether the students whose field of study does not necessarily 
involve an explicit contact with digital technology, such as we might expect in informatics, do feel the need to 
access e-learning. Consequently we considered the students enrolled in scientific programs of studies (and who 
cover almost ¼ of our sample) as a control group. 
The questionnaire was organized around four sections: a. Identification data, b. Perceptions on e-learning, c. 
Learning, training and/or personal and professional development in non-formal and informal environments, d. E-
learning in university. The first section consisted of six items which allow students’ classification according to 
different criteria. The second section (4 items) focused on identifying the level of using digital technologies, 
different software and applications; students’ perception regarding the position of e-learning within the more vast 
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context of their learning; students’ perception regarding the features of e-learning. The third section (5 items) 
relates to other environments within which students go through a learning process; the relation between 
“traditional learning” and e-learning; the digital technologies used by students; their contribution to e-learning 
outputs. The last section focuses on the practice of e-learning within HE: the position and impact of e-learning 
related to students’ activity; the comparison with the “traditional” approaches to learning; the identification of 
present practices, as well as proposals for further development. 
The questions were mostly closed, with some opportunities to offer short answers. Also they were designed to 
allow  us  a  certain  control  of  the  answers  and  also  an  opportunity  to  establish  some  correlations  between  the  
perceptions, the use of digital technologies outside the HE area and inside as similar references to digital 
technologies appear in different sections. 
In this paper we focus only on three questions belonging to last section of the questionnaire. The first question 
we address here relates to the degree in which e-learning strategies are employed in comparison with traditional 
learning experiences within the process of learning in HE. The figure below is quite illustrative: 52% of the 
respondents answered that they use in quite equal proportion the e-learning strategies and the traditional ones. We 
should remind here the discussion on the students’ sample underlined in a previous paragraph about the structure 
of the study programs and the fact that more than ¾ of the students are enrolled in humanistic study programs. In 
this sense the differences between students enrolled in humanistic programs of study are not so significant when 
relating them with those students enrolled in scientific programs of study which show a similar distribution. This 
fact should be further subject of study in relation to the types of digital technology. 
Figure 1. The use of e-learning as compared with traditional learning in HE 
In the same section of the questionnaire, related to the support and actual use of e-learning in HE, we tackled 
the employment of specific digital technologies in different areas of action and interaction: teacher - student(s), 
student(s) - student(s). Consequently, we identified five particular areas: 1. Distribution of content related to 
learning activities; 2. Individual activity of learning; 3. Collaborative work/team-work; 4. Communication; 5. 
Assessment and evaluation. We believe that these five areas operationalize not only the main types of activity 
related to education and training in HE, but they require a specific approach both whether we refer to traditional 
learning tools or digital technologies. They require from both sides (teachers and students) different skills, 
various mechanisms, employment of specific personal and professional resources as well they encompass a 
certain manner of conceptualizing the learning theories and the interactions between teachers and students. 
However, this type of analysis and consequent conclusions require further study. A synthetic presentation of the 
results emerged from our present inquiry is reflected in the following five figures. 
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Figure 2. Overlook on the employment of digital technologies in different areas of action and interaction in HE 
A comparative outlook of the five dimensions clearly indicates that e-learning strategies and digital 
technologies are mostly employed within the individual activity of the student (67% in a great and very great 
degree), while the area where they are least employed is assessment and evaluation (42% in a great and very 
great degree). It is obvious that: 1. Distribution of content related to learning activities; 4. Communication; 5. 
Assessment and evaluation are mainly related to HE teachers’ competences so we should take a look at both sides 
to see where we can find the means to improve these activities. We should ask ourselves: why? Which are the 
main variables that prevent a favourable approach to these areas? We think that the results at another research 
undertaken a few years ago and to which we will make reference in the conclusions, might offer an insight. 
Figure 3. Comparative overlook on the employment of digital technologies in different areas of HE 
The last question in the questionnaire refers to possible strategies for implementing e-learning in HE. We were 
curious to identify students’ opinion on this issue due to the fact that their answers reflect their present needs related 
to the subject. It is obvious that their main request is related to the development of learning environments / spaces by 
teachers. Here students would find theoretical support, but also links to other resources, including videos and audio, 
references, interactive materials. On the 2nd place, their responses underline the need for implementing effective 
strategies of communication with the teachers. On the 3rd place appears the need for structures that might support the 
evaluation of the learning outcomes. However, even the other subjects in debate gathered more than 50% in great 
and a very great degree. 
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Figure 4. Possible strategies for implementing e-learning in HE 
These answers are in line with those to the previous questions. Students seek out possibilities of intervention in 
the areas they feel mostly unsecured, where they have the least control and need support. 
4. Conclusions 
As HE teachers  who interact  on  daily  bases  with  students,  we should  say  that  none  of  the  answers  received 
surprised us. The distribution of scores could have been easily guessed. However, as they were produced based 
on research they become more relevant and are able of supporting themselves and make a statement. 
At  this  point  we should  remind us  that  the  aim of  our  research  is  that  of  identifying  students’  practices  and 
preferences as regards technology in order to improve teachers’ practices and impact more on the HE learning 
outcomes. The conscious decision to establish this meta-goal for our research becomes even better supported by 
the fact that most difficulties are registered by students when referring to the use of digital technologies in HE 
particularly in the activities involving at some point the teachers. 
Consequently, we decided to take a short look at the results of another research we undertook a few years ago. 
The POS-DRU project “Continuous training by means of ‘blended learning’ for higher education teachers” 
implemented by University of Bucharest, University Babes-Bolyai, Cluj-Napoca, West University, Timisoara and 
Softwin company. In 2010, the partnership implemented a training needs’ analysis based on questionnaires and 
focus-groups interviews to more than 700 HETs belonging to the target groups established in the project. As 
conclusions of this inquiry with certain impact on the present study, we should mention here:  
x HE teachers also prefer for their training program a blended approach to learning for obvious reasons, 
including time and resources (49,9% in a great and very great degree).  
x 23,87% of teachers mention a limited or very limited/non-existent experience, while only 30,18% answers 
show a balance slightly leant towards the rich and very rich experience in the field 
x A little over 50% of the HE teachers plainly admitted that they feel the need in a great and very great 
degree to develop competences regarding the use of digital technologies in HE learning environment. 
It becomes quite obvious that both teachers and students are deeply aware of the changes brought over by the 
digital technologies, by their impact on the learning process. They are all interested in creating better, more 
effective learning experiences. Also it is clear that students are better equipped in this sense and are already using 
these technologies in order to support their learning process. Furthermore, students seem to understand that a 
more coherent approach based on specific developments might prove even more effective. However such an 
approach can be supported mainly by teachers. Just as much as the teacher represents an organiser of the learning 
activity of student in the offline environment, he/she should assume the role of organising the students’ e-learning 
process related to the HE. The need for a systematic, well organised approach to e-learning in HE might be the 
main conclusion that should empower further study on the subject that further could be translated in a strategy for 
HE teacher training. 
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